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the assumption that heterosexual men are the primary audience for “lesbian” 
videos is itself problematic. Our interviews with women and men who reg- 
ularly watch pornography reveal that many women, including many hetero- 
sexual women, regularly watch these videos for various reasons. For many of 
them, the focus on women and their pleasure is a source of attraction. And 
at least some of them proclaimed that they enjoy some forms of aggression in 
these videos. 

A second, complementary explanation for the preponderance of aggression 
in the lesbian clips builds on the first and refers to the eroticization of female 
violence. Similar to the erotic value of lesbianism in hetero-male fantasies 
(Webber, 2012), the “catfight” is an important part of North American cul- 
ture (Beck, 1998), eroticizing female-on-female aggression both on- and off- 
screen (Reinke, 2010; Tambunan, 2018). Given its sexual undertones (Vaes, 
Paladino, & Puvia, 2011), it has also become a staple of North American 
mainstream pornography (Douglas, 1992; Reinke, 2010). In the context of 
pornography, the “catfight” frames women’s aggression toward one another 
as sexy entertainment for men (Reinke, 2010). Similar to the first expla- 
nation, this one is also plausible, and we found some mild support for it in 
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interviews with a few of our heterosexual male respondents. However, once 
again, it should be noted that many of the viewers of f/f videos are women, 
and most of these did not report aggression to be attractive. 

Our interviews suggest a third complementary explanation, one that ac- 
knowledges the spirit of the time and potential changes in the way in which 
both men and women think about the violence of men against women. This 
kind of violence has become less and less acceptable as feminist conceptions of 
patriarchal power relations and the illegitimacy of violence in intimate part- 
ner relationships have been gaining social acceptance, at least in affluent soci- 
eties (Messing, Ward-Lasher, Thaller, & Bagwell-Gray, 2015; Pierotti, 2013). 
These ideas, in turn, appear to be increasingly permeating the mainstream 
pornography industry. They render men’s aggression against women during 
sexual acts, particularly aggression without consent, a practice of declining 
legitimacy and popularity. Conversely, aggression between two women is 
often perceived by men and women alike as less threatening, as it does not 
contain in it the traditional notions of patriarchal power imbalance and the 
potential to turn into an abusive relationship outside of the (virtual) bed- 
room. Or, as some of our interviewees told us, aggression in f/f videos is “just 
not the same”; it has a different meaning, one that is more about the pleasure 
derived from the acts than about asserting dominance. 

Our findings showing higher rates of both visible and non-consensual 
aggression in the m/m videos compared to m/f clips indicate that gen- 
dered hierarchies of sexuality are not restricted to heterosexual scripts. 
“Straight-acting” gay masculinity and a rejection of the feminine are also a 
prominent feature of gay scripts (see Kendall & Martino, 2012). These find- 
ings problematize “gay-affirmative” conceptualizations of m/m pornogra- 
phy, which, perhaps disproportionately, focus on its ability to provide sexual 
minority men with validation for their sexual desires (Clark, 1991; Tucker, 
1991) and to encourage safer sex practices (Levine, 1998; Watney, 1997). The 
comparative preponderance of aggression in mainstream m/m clips indicates 
a potential assimilation—if not exaggeration—of gay masculinity into he- 
gemonic masculinity. 


Notes 


1 We refer here to pornography featuring a dyad of a men and a woman as “male/ 
female” (m/f), to videos featuring two men as “male/male” (m/m), and to ones 
featuring a dyad of two women as “female/female” (f/f). Despite its semantic 
sex-based limitations (Cante & Restivo, 2004), we have chosen this terminology 
given our focus on dyadic scenes and to preclude any assumptions about actors’ 
sexual identities or orientations made by uncritically adopting the labels ascribed 
to our data (i.e. “Gay” and “Lesbian”) by the pornography website from which 
they were retrieved. 

2 The differences in aggression between mixed-sex and same-sex videos remained 
statistically significant when we conducted a logistic regression analysis, con- 
trolling for factors such as the age and race of participants and factors related 
to the video itself, such as its duration, year of uploading to the PornHub, and 
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whether or not the video was an amateur production. Both m/m (odds ratio 
(OR)=3.14; t=2.19) and f/f (OR=2.82; t=1.97) clips were more likely to in- 
clude visible aggression than m/f clips. This is also the case for non-consensual 
aggression in the m/m sub-sample versus the m/f sub-sample, with the former 
more likely to include videos portraying non-consensual aggression (OR=11.29; 
t=2.11). 

3 We controlled for the age and race of participants, as well as factors related to the 
video itself, including its duration, the number of views it received, the year it 
was uploaded to PornHub, and whether the video was an amateur production. 
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8 Race myths 


Do racial minority women 
suffer higher rates of aggression? 


Do minority women suffer higher rates of aggression than do White women 
in pornographic videos? Which ethnicities are most likely to be cast as the 
aggressors in these videos? How do racial interactions (same-race and inter- 
racial) affect the portrayal of aggression in today’s mainstream pornography? 
And what do pornography viewers think about sexual aggression performed 
by or received by minority individuals? 

Most previous empirical studies on pornographic content have examined 
women as a monolithic group of victims, paying little attention to ethnic 
and racial differences among women and among men and to the interactions 
between them. In particular, the role of race and ethnicity in shaping the 
practices and principles of the adult entertainment industry has remained 
under-theorized and under-studied (Bernardi, 2006; Brooks & Hebert, 2006; 
Hunter, 2002; Miller-Young, 2010, 2014; Shimizu, 2007; Williams, 2014). 
Hill Collins (2000) offers that we must conceptualize pornography as an ex- 
ample of the interlocking nature of race, gender, and class oppression. Dines 
(2006) notes that although racial differences have traditionally been defined 
and coded through gender, previous feminist analyses of porn have often ex- 
cluded race as well as other economic and social inequalities. Brooks (2010), 
who studied the exotic dance industry, also identifies a void in the theoretical 
analyses of racial and sexual hierarchies within various sex industries. 

Indeed, a review of previous systematic analyses of pornographic content 
shows that most of them have neglected the role of race and ethnicity, with 
three notable exceptions. Cowan and Campbell (1994), examined 54 rental 
videos of White and Black performers. They found that interactions between 
a Black man and a White woman or between a White man and a Black 
woman included more acts of aggression. Monk-Turner and Purcell (1999) 
also looked at Black and White performers in 40 videocassettes, finding that 
Black women experienced more aggression from both White and Black men 
than was the case for White women. The latter experienced the least amount 
of aggression when paired with a Black man. Finally, Zhou and Paul (2016) 
examined 170 Internet videos appearing in the “Asian” category. They found 
that these videos included a lower mean number of aggressive acts compared 
with videos from other categories. 
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While these three studies serve as important landmarks in our under- 
standing of the role of race and ethnicity in pornographic sexual aggression, 
they share a number of shortcomings. First, they all defined aggression quite 
broadly and did not consider the issue of consent in their definition (see 
more in our methodological section). Second, they used either a convenience 
or a random sample of videos rather than a sample of more highly watched 
videos, putting in question the amount of exposure that these videos actu- 
ally received (and therefore their cultural impact). Furthermore, Cowan and 
Campbell (1994) and Monk-Turner and Purcell (1999) relied on a sample of 
rented videos. As we discussed in Chapter 2 and further demonstrated in 
Chapter 5, rented videos are likely to be significantly different from more 
recent pornographic materials available on the Web in terms of audience, 
accessibility, length, production, and oftentimes the content itself. Finally, all 
three previous studies focus on one visible minority group (Black men and 
women in the first two studies and Asian women in the third) and do not 
make comparisons between different minority groups and the various gen- 
dered and racial interactions among them. 


Theory and research on visible minority women in the 
media and in pornography 


Previous research and theoretical work on Black women in the media and 
in the public image highlights Black women as more likely to be the recipi- 
ents of aggression. The work of Black feminist scholars and activists such as 
Patricia Hill Collins and bell hooks has outlined and challenged the social 
images of Black women in America as aggressive, domineering, and un- 
feminine. Feminist scholars have highlighted the stereotypical portrayals of 
Black women in various media as mammies, matriarchs, welfare mothers, 
tragic mulattoes, and Jezebels (Hill Collins, 2000, 2004; hooks, 1992, 1994; 
West, 1995). These stereotypes both reflect and distort the ways in which 
Black women look at themselves and the ways in which others view them 
(Hudson, 1998). The Jezebel image is especially prominent in multiple media 
representations of Black women, including film, television, and music videos 
(Bordo, 2003; Brooks & Hebert, 2006; Emerson, 2002; Hill Collins, 2000; 
hooks, 1992; Turner, 2011), as well as in pornography (Dines, 2006). This 
imagery, which originated during slavery, is one of a “bad Black girl,” who 
is seductive, hypersexual, lascivious, promiscuous, and exploits men’s weak- 
nesses. Her lewd and wanton behavior, often equated to that of an animal in 
heat, provokes oppression, sexual exploitation, and sexual assault (including 
rape), designed to tame her by brutalizing her into submission. 

Aggression may also be more common in pornographic videos featuring 
Black female performers because of Black women’s lower status within the 
sex industry. Brooks (2010) reports less demand for dark-skin exotic danc- 
ers, who suffer from stereotypes and marginalization. Consequently, Black 
dancers are required to work harder for their money and adopt practices 
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that are more dangerous in order to remain in the industry. They also report 
suffering more harassment and violence and a lower sense of security. Simi- 
larly, Miller-Young (2010, 2014) and Reece (2015) argue that Black women 
are especially devalued (more so than other women of color) in the porn 
industry, suffering from lower status, lower demand, and lower salaries. Con- 
sequently, they are usually relegated to limited categories and required to 
perform scenes that are viewed as more degrading, involving a wider variety 
of sex acts. Indeed, former empirical studies of Black women in pornography 
reported that they suffer from more aggression compared with their White 
counterparts (Cowan & Campbell, 1994; Monk-Turner & Purcell, 1999). 

The literature on Latina and Asian women in the media and in porn is 
significantly more limited that the literature on Black women (Brooks, 2010). 
In addition, the representations of both Latina and Asian women remain rel- 
atively rare on television and in film (Tukachinsky, Mastro, & Tarchi, 2015). 
This absence highlights the possible importance of the pornography indus- 
try in shaping and reproducing stereotypes about Latina and Asian women, 
given the fact that it is one of the few media where women from these groups 
have relatively higher visibility. Media depictions of Latina women have been 
somewhat similar to those of Black women, although usually not as threat- 
ening (Brooks, 2010; Hill Collins, 2004; Vasquez, 2010). In the few films 
and music videos where they do receive a more substantial role, they are usu- 
ally portrayed as exotic seductresses and animalistic hypersexualized spitfires, 
with an emphasis on their physical attributes, such as breasts, hips, and but- 
tocks (Gomez, 2008; Holtzman, 2014; Molina Guzman & Valdivia, 2004). 
No previous study has looked specifically at Latina women in pornography. 

The representation of Asian women in the media, and specifically in por- 
nography, has received some scholarly attention. Tajima (1989), who studied the 
historical images of Asian women in American media, argued that they were 
mostly depicted using one of two stereotypes: A “Dragon Lady” or a “Lotus 
Blossom.” The first stereotype (Dragon Lady) is of a woman who is sexy, exotic, 
attractive, and actively seductive but also cunning and deceitful. The second 
(Lotus Blossom) is of a good, innocent, childlike, docile, passive, and submis- 
sive doll, eager to please her man (See also Hagedron, 1997; Nakamatsu, 2005; 
Uchida, 1998). These stereotypes have also been dominant in pornographic 
depictions of Asian women (Shimizu, 2007). Zhou and Paul (2016), who com- 
pared online pornographic videos that appeared in the “Asian Women” cat- 
egory to other videos, found that the former had a significantly lower mean 
number of aggressive acts per scene. They concluded that Asian women are 
treated less aggressively in porn and are less objectified, and therefore that their 
stereotype is closer to “Lotus Blossom” than it is to “Dragon Lady.” 

These previous analyses of pornographic materials have often focused pri- 
marily on female performers and the acts done to them. Male performers, 
their identities, and differences among them remain invisible in many of these 
analyses. Following Dines (2006), we argue that a comprehensive gendered 
approach must take into account both “fuckers” and “fuckees,” as well as their 
diverging racial and ethnic categorizations. While heterosexual pornography 
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almost categorically defines all men as “fuckers” and all women as “fuck- 
ees,” this may have very different meanings and consequences for White men 
and women and for minority men and women. We must therefore pay closer 
attention to the interaction of gender and race/ethnicity and to various cou- 
plings between men and women from different racial and ethnic groups. 


Do racial minority women suffer the highest rates of 
aggression? Results from a content analysis popular 
online pornography 


Figure 8.1 presents results for both aggression and affection, comparing four 
racial/ethnic groups (each appeared in at least 25 videos): White, Black, Latina, 
and Asian. Of these, White and Black women were less likely to appear in vid- 
eos showing visible aggression (about one-third of the videos for each of these 
groups). While these findings confirm our preliminary expectations for White 
women, the results for Black women are quite surprising, as the literature often 
suggests that women from this group suffer higher rates of aggression. More in 
line with our preliminary predictions, more than half (51.9%) of the videos con- 
taining Latina women depicted visible aggression. Finally, again in contrast to 
our expectations and the findings previously presented by Zhou and Paul (2016), 
aggression was present in three-quarters of the videos containing Asian women, 
a rate substantially higher than for any other group of women in our study. 
Figure 8.1 also shows that videos featuring Asian women were most likely 
to include non-consensual violence. More than one-third of these videos in- 
cluded non-consensual violence, compared to about 14% for White women 
and less than 10% for Latina and Black women. Finally, in addition to exam- 
ining aggression, we also explored portrayals of affection between sexual part- 
ners. Once again, results were quite surprising. Portrayals of affection toward 
Latina women were substantially more common (about 22% of all videos fea- 
turing Latina women) than such portrayals in videos featuring White and Black 
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Figure 8.1 Aggression and affection by woman’s race. 
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women (about 10% of the videos for each of these groups) and those featuring 
Asian women (less than 4% of these videos portrayed displays of affection). 

In Figures 8.2 through 8.5, we explore the frequency of three measures 
of aggression (aggression in the title, visible aggression, and non-consensual 
aggression) and of affection depending on the racial combination portrayed 
in the video. First, Figure 8.2 shows that videos including an interaction 
between a Black man and a White woman were considerably more likely to 
receive a title that suggests aggression, with more than 40% of these videos 
with a title that suggests aggression. This is almost four times higher than 
the percentage of videos with aggression hinted in title out of all videos 
where both performers were White (about 11%). More generally, videos that 
featured White men were less likely to suggest aggression in their title, with 
those in which White men were partnered with Asian or Black women par- 
ticularly less likely to include such titles. 

Interestingly, while Figure 8.2 shows that video titles were particularly 
likely to suggest aggression when Black men were involved, Figure 8.3 shows 
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Figure 8.2 Aggression in video title by racial combination. 
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Figure 8.3 Visible aggression by racial combination. 
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that this did not translate into actual displays of aggression. It thus may be that 
what we see here is the work of producers or the individuals who upload these 
videos to PornHub, as they try to “click-bait” viewers by capitalizing on their 
stereotypes or fantasies. Visible aggression was present in more than 30% of 
the videos in all but one of the ethno-racial combinations we examined—the 
combination of a White man with a White woman, where only 11% of the 
videos included visible aggression. Aggression was most common in videos 
featuring Asian women, either with a White partner (77% of all such videos) 
or with an Asian male partner (69% of the videos), followed by videos that 
featured an all-Latin duo (62.5% of these videos) and those that featured a 
Black man with a White woman (58% of these videos). 

Next, we examined racial differences in non-consensual aggression. 
Figure 8.4 shows that such aggression was particularly prevalent in videos 
featuring Asian women, especially those where the partner was an Asian 
man. Nearly 44% of these videos included aggression. It should be noted 
that non-consensual aggression in such videos was especially widespread not 
only in videos produced by the Japanese porn industry but also in videos that 
were produced by the North American industry. Non-consensual aggression 
was also more common in videos featuring a Black man and a White woman 
(more than 30% of these videos included non-consensual aggression) and in 
those that paired a White man and an Asian woman (23% of all such videos). 
Similar to visible aggression, non-consensual aggression was particularly in- 
frequent in videos that featured an all-White duo, with less than 3% of these 
videos featuring non-consensual aggression. 

Finally, we also looked at expressions of affection by ethno-racial combina- 
tions. Interestingly, as shown in Figure 8.5, such expressions were more prev- 
alent in videos that featured Latina women, partnered with either a Latino 
man (25% of these videos) or a White man (22% of these videos). Affection 
was also present in about 15% of the videos that included an all-White or an 
all-Black duo. However, it was rare in videos that included a Black man with 


Both Latin/a 


Both Asian 


| 
SSE SSS Ee SS ee ae ae 
Both Black [TT 
Black man / White woman ME 
White man / Latina woman ME 
White man / Asian woman BE 
White man / Black woman EE 
Both white Mim 


0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 


Figure 8.4 Non-consensual aggression by racial combination. 
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Figure 8.5 Physical affection displays by racial combination. 


a White woman (less than 4% of these videos included affection) and com- 
pletely absent from videos that featured a White man and an Asian woman. 


Pornography viewers’ reflections about race, ethnicity, 
and aggression: interview results 


We asked our interviewees various questions about both their ethno-racial 
preferences and how they viewed race and ethnicity in relation to aggression 
in pornography. As we showed in the methodological chapter, about half 
of the interviewees were White (mostly from Europe and North America), 
while the other half grew up in non-Western countries or were visible mi- 
norities who grew up in (primarily) North America. However, we did not 
find a strong relationship between viewers’ race/ethnicity and their approach 
to aggression in pornography. The majority of our interviewees claimed that 
they did not have a particular preference for one ethnicity or another. Some 
of them, however, did prefer to see performers that were perceived as sharing 
the same ethnicity as theirs. In particular, some White women preferred to 
watch videos that featured White performers and some minority men pre- 
ferred videos that included minority men. Still, with a few exceptions, most 
of our interviewees did not have a clear preference for only one race or one 
racial combination and many said that they enjoyed watching various combi- 
nations, depending on their mood. 

In terms of aggression, interviewees had differing opinions on the race/ 
ethnicity of performers who were most likely to receive aggression. About 
half of the interviewees thought that White performers were most likely to 
be featured in videos including aggression. The other half of our sample be- 
lieved that women of color, particularly Black and Asian women, were more 
likely to be the recipients of aggression in mainstream pornographic videos. 
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This view was particularly common among non-White interviewees. For 
example, Janice, a 23-year-old Canadian of Chinese origin, said: “I think 
Asian and Black women are more likely to be the recipients of aggression.” 
Similarly, Preethi, a 22-year-old female student from India, told us that she 
saw “a lot of aggression towards Asian women (Mongolian features), they 
seem to be very submissive... I suspect there’s a lot happening towards Black 
women too.” Aisha, an 18-year-old Canadian of Pakistani origin, thought 
that this was related to cultural stereotypes and perceptions: “I think defi- 
nitely younger Black women [receive more aggression] because people per- 
ceive that it’s the culture they come from, so they’d be accustomed to that 
aggression.” In similar fashion, Khalid, a 22-year-old Canadian of Iranian 
origin, explained why he thought Latina women may be more likely to be 
featured in videos containing aggression: “Latina women are maybe a little 
more [likely to be the recipients of aggression]. It’s more in their dances and 
music, so aggression manifests in sex.” 

There was more agreement among interviewees regarding the race/eth- 
nicity of performers who were most likely to act aggressively. Most of the 
interviewees thought that Black men were most likely to be cast in these 
roles, with some believing that White men were equally, or just slightly 
less, likely to be performing aggressive acts. It should be noted though that 
most of the interviewees recognized that this was a stereotypical type-cast, 
rather than an inherent tendency by Black (or White) men to be more ag- 
gressive. For example, Kayla, a 21-year-old White Canadian student, told 
us that “Black men would be portrayed as more violent to propagate racist 
stereotypes.” Similarly, Preethi mentioned that “it’s a lot of Black men be- 
ing aggressive. It’s a trope that’s being cycled around.” Darius, a 37-year-old 
student from Iran, summarized this sentiment: “It’s a little more Black men 
[performing aggressive acts]. But that’s just the director telling them to do 
things.” 

A few interviewees found mild aggression in interracial couplings, particu- 
larly between a Black man and a White woman, to be arousing. For exam- 
ple, Darius believed that when the video involved a “Black guy and White 
woman, there are certain acts that are more arousing... I just sometimes enjoy 
it.” William, a 25-years-old Black food attendant from Zimbabwe, agreed that 
“if it’s [aggression between] a Black man and a White woman, it’s more arous- 
ing.” Dean, a 26-year-old White Canadian, said that he liked “seeing an Asian 
girl with a White male partner. I just think Asian women are very attractive.” 

However, most interviewees felt uncomfortable about portrayals of ag- 
gression in mixed-race couplings. For some it was related to a general dislike 
of portrayals of aggression. For example, Dominique, a 22-year-old White 
Master’s student from France, said: “It’s not about race; it’s about acts of 
aggression.” Many others felt that the racial element adds to this discomfort 
and paints the interaction in degrading colors. Craig, a 25-year-old White 
production coordinator from the United States, said that he felt “weird see- 
ing a tiny White woman with [a] huge Black dude. Mixed-race scenes, they 
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play up race, and I feel weird about it, I prefer it when ethnicities are ignored 
and it’s just about sex.” Patricia, a 26-year-old Master’s student from Mex- 
ico, also felt that “when it’s [the] same race, I find it less degrading even if 
it’s aggressive.” Tamika, a 20-year-old Black student from Cote D'Ivoire, 
agreed that “[aggression between a] White man and [a] Black woman [is] 
more degrading; any White man with a woman of color [is more degrad- 
ing].” Similarly, Jeffrey, a 23-year-old Chinese student, noticed that “some- 
times it’s a Black cock, usually labeled as very aggressive acts on White or 
Asian women. I think it’s more degrading.” Erin, 28-year-old, unemployed 
White from the United States, said that “the whole White man and minority 
woman dynamic... feels gross and degrading, especially if it’s aggressive.” 
Finally, Valentina, a 22-year-old White Canadian student, agreed that “if it’s 
[a] White man and a woman of color, more aggressive acts in particular, Pd 
find it more degrading.” 

It was not always clear, though, why participants found aggression in inter- 
racial combinations to be uncomfortable or degrading, as most of them did 
not explain this common perception. One possible answer comes from Laura, 
a 30-year-old White Nurse from Canada: 


If there’s a clear racial undertone, then it’s not comfortable... [O]nce I 
saw porno of White girl with Black guy calling him the N-word. Even 
some of Japanese videos, they make girl more innocent/naive. That’s not 
really okay... I sympathize with them [White women with a Black man] 
based on Black men’s size, but would feel [the] same way if White guys 
had similar size. 


Another possible reason for interviewees’ discomfort with interracial ag- 
gression in pornography is their awareness of racial exploitation and power 
relations, and in particular of the history of Black slavery. Elise, a 22-year- 
old White student from the United States, emphasized the importance of 
consent (especially in the context of BDSM videos) but felt that without it, 
“seeing a White dude slapping a woman of color... is more degrading due 
to colonial history.” Similarly, Aisha thought that “when a White man is 
super aggressive towards a young woman of color, there is something else 
going on underneath that, and I don’t like it. It’s a lot more humiliating.” 
Nicole, a 37-year-old White Canadian, who works in the communication 
industry, agreed that aggression by White men toward Black women could 
be especially disturbing: “If it’s playing on historical contents, like slavery, 
then yes, that would be worse. [The] idea of making that erotic is disturb- 
ing.” Donna, a 19-year-old White student from Canada, summarized these 
common sentiments: 


I don’t know, I feel so uncomfortable when it’s specifically a Black/ 
White interracial, because I’m so familiar with the history of slavery 
[and the] criminalization of Black men accused of raping White women. 
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I can’t shake that discomfort. The slavery dimension still impacts me; it 
doesn’t fit right with me. 


Beyond the issue of slavery, interviewees often felt uncomfortable when racial 
depictions or interracial couplings in pornographic videos echoed real-world 
conditions of racialized sexual exploitations. For example, Maria, a 20-year- 
old Canadian student of Hispanic origin, criticized the tendency to depict 
Black men as aggressive toward White women: “I think it’s bad because it 
emphasizes, in [the] US for example, [that] Black people are killed because 
they’re seen as aggressive.” Floriane, a 22-year-old White student from Can- 
ada, found videos that corresponded with the South- and East-Asian sex in- 
dustry and its use by Western men to be disturbing: 


I find it more degrading when it plays on things that are realities. Like if 
you have an older White man anda young Asian girl... Ifit’s set in a Thai 
brothel with an old White man, if you’re imitating anything that has real 
implications, [it is] appalling to put into [a] porn setting. 


Such views echo the tendency among viewers, which we reported in previous 
chapters (particularly in Chapter 6), to emphasize the importance of por- 
nographic videos as fantasy rather than accurate reflections of the real world. 
Such tendencies tend to be particularly powerful when the fantasy seems both 
abusive and likely to occur. 

Of note, none of the interviewees mentioned Asian men as more likely to 
perform aggressive acts. This may seem somewhat surprising considering the 
findings of our content analysis, which showed that Asian men (invariably 
cast together with Asian women in frequently watched videos) were in fact 
the most likely perpetrators of aggression in pornographic videos. 


Conclusion 


In this chapter we examined the interaction between gender and ethno-racial 
categories in online pornographic videos and its association with different 
measures of aggression and affection. We also explored what viewers of online 
pornography think about this relationship and more generally about the pres- 
entation of race and ethnicity in mainstream online pornography. We found 
a number of important tendencies, some of them surprising. First, in line 
with the results of previous studies, as well as the stereotypical public image 
of Black and Latino men as sexual beasts—violent and hypersexualized—we 
found that Black and Latino men were more likely to perform aggression in 
videos when compared with White men. However, while these representa- 
tions were common, many pornography viewers that we interviewed found 
them uncomfortable, unattractive, and racist. Most tend to interpret these 
scripts as originating from producers’ and directors’ stereotypical choices, 
rather than from minority men’s actual preferences or tendencies. 
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More surprisingly, we also found that videos featuring Asian men were 
significantly more likely to portray male aggression. In fact, this was 
Asian men were the group most likely to engage in both visible and non- 
consensual aggression. This finding appears to contradict common Western 
media images of Asian men as weak, effeminate, and non-aggressive. How- 
ever, the videos featuring Asian men were not produced by Western pro- 
duction companies (which almost invariably exclude Asian men from their 
productions). Instead, all of these videos were products of the Japanese adult 
entertainment industry, which has unique characteristics that distinguish it 
from Western pornography. Indeed, this industry includes notable and pop- 
ular genres that often portray women as victims and men as molesters and 
abusers, such as reipu (rape), Rankin (imprisonment), and chikan (a molester on 
the train) (Wong & Yau, 2012). Nevertheless, despite this high involvement 
of Asian men in videos that portray aggression, our interviews with online 
pornography viewers reveal that they continue to believe that White and 
particularly Black men are the ones most likely to commit aggressive acts in 
porn. Asian men thus remain invisible in pornography, as they are in most 
Western media artifacts, even when they are clearly present and actively 
perform. 

As for women, the most unexpected finding of our study was that Black 
female performers were the least likely group of women to suffer from 
non-consensual aggression and were also more likely to be the recipients of 
affectionate acts from either White or Black male partners. These findings 
stand in contrast to the extensive literature on the media representation of 
Black women (Brooks & Hebert, 2006; Hill Collins, 2000; hooks, 1992) and 
more specifically the literature on Black women in the sex industry (Brooks, 
2010; Miller-Young, 2010, 2014; Reece, 2015). They also contradict the 
findings of previous research on rental pornographic videos, which reported 
that Black women were more likely to suffer from aggression (Cowan & 
Campbell, 1994; Monk-Turner & Purcell, 1999). However, these findings 
do resonate though with those of Parrott and Titcomb Parrott (2015), who 
studied television crime-based dramas. They found that White female tele- 
vision characters were, in fact, more likely to be the victims of crime and vi- 
olence than Black women were. One possible explanation for this surprising 
finding may be a growing consciousness among many pornography viewers 
regarding the injustices of slavery and its continuing impacts. Indeed, our 
interviews with pornography viewers suggest that such awareness makes ag- 
gression against Black women, especially by White men, increasingly unac- 
ceptable and unattractive. 

Finally, while Black female performers were not more likely to suffer 
from aggression, videos featuring Latina and Asian performers did include 
a higher rate of aggression compared with those featuring White (or Black) 
female performers. This finding is especially counterintuitive with respect to 
Asian female performers, as they seem to stand in contrast with both previous 


Race myths 119 


literature about the most common media images of Asian women (Hagedron, 
1997; Nakamatsu, 2005; Uchida, 1998) and the recent study by Zhou and 
Paul (2016) on aggression toward Asian women in pornographic videos. Fur- 
thermore, this finding cannot be attributed to differing norms in various 
porn industries, as Asian female performers were likely to suffer from aggres- 
sion in both Japanese- and Western-produced videos (in fact, even slightly 
more so in the latter). 

It therefore appears that Asian women’s passivity and lack of resistance 
may be perceived as encouragement, and even when they do show dis- 
comfort or pain, these are likely to be ignored. This conclusion is in line 
with Gossett and Byrne’s (2002) study of Internet rape sites, which found 
an overrepresentation of Asian women. It is also pursuant to the argu- 
ments of feminist scholars who linked the stereotypes of Asian women 
as passive doll-like “fucking machines” (Nowrojee & Silliman, 1997, p. 
78) to practices of sexual violence and to greater vulnerability and risk of 
being mistreated by men who view them as easy targets (Pyke & Johnson, 
2003). 
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9 Conclusion 


An empirically based account 
of aggression in pornography 


In this book we sought to provide an empirically grounded review and anal- 
ysis of current issues related to aggression in pornography. Our goal was to 
reexamine some of the main narratives about the role of aggression in today’s 
mainstream free online pornography industry and assess their validity. These 
include the connection between pornography viewing and real-life sexual 
behaviors (in particular aggressive sexual acts); the frequency and popularity 
of aggression in mainstream pornography; time-trends in the occurrence of 
aggression; the intersection of race/ethnicity and sexual orientations with 
aggression in pornography; and the perceptions and preferences of both men 
and women who watch pornography online. 

In order to provide a sound empirical basis for the discussion, we coded and 
analyzed 409 videos from PornHub, arguably the most popular pornography 
website today. We sampled both highly watched videos and random videos 
as well as videos that expanded the racial and ethnic diversity of our sample 
and same-sex videos. In our coding, we paid particular attention to the defi- 
nition of aggression and in particular to the role of consent in this definition. 
We thus coded both “visible aggression,” focusing on the acts themselves, 
and “non-consensual aggression,” which focuses on performers’ verbal or 
nonverbal consent. In addition, we conducted in-depth interviews with 122 
online pornography viewers (60 men, 61 women, and one gender-diverse 
individual). These interviews allowed us to assess not only what is “out there” 
(i.e. what the content of mainstream pornography looks like) and what view- 
ers are watching but also the ways in which viewers think of and respond to 
both aggressive and non-aggressive content, what they prefer to watch, and 
how their viewing might be related to their sex and personal lives. 

Many of our findings were counterintuitive, at least for those who are 
well versed in the current literature (both academic and journalistic) and 
public debates on pornography. Indeed, our findings frequently dispel some 
of the most widely held views and misconceptions about the prevalence and 
role of aggression in today’s mainstream free online pornography industry, as 
well as about the ways in which viewers perceive this aggression. Below we 
highlight nine of the most interesting and surprising findings coming from 
our study. We reflect on the ways in which these findings correspond with 
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previous notions about the industry and the role of aggression in it, as they 
appear in the academic literature. 


Most pornography viewers separate between 
fantasies and behaviors 


As we report in Chapters 4 and 6, we found a common disconnect between 
the preferences of many pornography viewers and their real-life sexual prac- 
tices. Indeed, many of the viewers who reported enjoying aggression in por- 
nographic videos simultaneously reported that they did not seek or enjoy 
aggression in their own sex life, or at least did not enjoy some of the acts that 
they found arousing online. As such, many viewers perceived online pornog- 
raphy as a realm where certain fantasies, including fantasies about aggression 
and domination, could be safely explored. Furthermore, most of our inter- 
viewees believed that watching pornography did not really have a meaning- 
ful or lasting impact on their lives. 

It is certainly possible that at least some of our interviewees were not fully 
aware of the actual effects pornography has had on them. It may also be that 
they were either consciously or unconsciously trying to minimize or trivi- 
alize these effects, seeking to show that they are in control of their watching 
habits or trying to demonstrate that regular viewing is harmless. However, 
it also could be that many frequent viewers indeed gradually become “im- 
mune” or desensitized to the effects of pornography or are able to compart- 
mentalize them, as some of our interviewees have suggested. It appears that 
many of them develop “porn literacy” and come to view and experience 
pornography as a source of entertainment and fantasy, clearly separate from 
their sexual interactions with others and generating little influence on these 
interactions. 


Viewers emphasize consent and mutual pleasure when 
reflecting on aggression 


In our methodological chapter (Chapter 3) we outlined the debate around 
the very definition of aggression in pornography. We described the most 
common practice in content analyses of sexually explicit materials—adopting 
a broad definition for aggression, one that includes any purposeful action 
that is determined by researchers as causing harm to another person. Under 
this definition, practices such as spanking, hair pulling, or bondage have 
commonly been considered as aggressive, regardless of whether performers 
expressed consent or pleasure. Recognizing the potential importance of con- 
sent in these practices, our study has been the first to adopt two separate defi- 
nitions for aggression and analyze videos accordingly. First, following most 
previous content analyses, we coded “visible aggression,” focusing on the 
apparent intent to cause harm or pain, even if it was mild. But we also coded 
“non-consensual aggression,” following a definition that takes into account 
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the concepts of consent and instrumental aggression (aggression designed to 
elicit pleasure). In addition, we also differentiated in analyzing our interviews 
between viewers’ responses to and preferences for “milder” and “harder” acts 
of aggression. 

It is important, however, to note where most of the viewers we spoke with 
stand on this definitional question. As we show in Chapter 5, many of the 
acts that content analyses of pornography typically consider to be aggres- 
sive (e.g. hair pulling and spanking) were not considered to be aggressive by 
the large majority of viewers with whom we spoke. Instead, viewers cited 
consent (both verbal and visual) as the primary and most important signal 
for whether or not they viewed an act as aggressive. Moreover, consent was 
deemed crucial even by viewers who found aggression to be arousing. Of 
note, many viewers admitted that consent in pornography is not always easy 
to determine. Many were also aware of the fact that even when performers 
clearly express consent or even enthusiasm about an act they may be simply 
performing a role rather than truly enjoying the act. Still, despite this com- 
plexity, the fact that viewers actively seek expressions of both consent and 
pleasure shows that the large majority of them do not find representations of 
aggression arousing unless they believe that both sexual parties enjoy it. 


Most videos do not contain aggression 


Another common misconception that our findings help disprove is the one 
holding that aggression in mainstream free pornography is very prevalent— 
almost omnipresent (Bridges, Wosnitzer, Scharrer, Sun, & Liberman, 2010; 
Dines, 2016; Sun, Wosnitzer, Bridges, Scharrer, & Liberman, 2010). In Chap- 
ter 5 we showed that most free online pornographic videos do not contain 
aggression, even under the most inclusive definitions of aggression, which 
include acts that many of our interviewees did not think of as aggressive. 
When adopting more restrictive definitions of aggression, ones that consider 
the role of consent and instrumental acts, aggression is even less common, 
appearing in under 10% of the randomly sampled videos on PornHub and in 
less than 2% of the most frequently watched videos. At the same time, dis- 
plays of pleasure and affection were very common, appearing in most videos. 

It is important to discuss here the disparity between our findings and those 
put forward by one of the most frequently cited studies on aggression in 
mainstream pornography, conducted by Bridges et al. (2010). They reported 
that about 88% of the videos in their study included physical aggression. 
However, even when we adopted an identical definition for physical aggres- 
sion to the one used in their study as well as employing an identical sampling 
strategy (examining the most popular videos), we found that only 12.9% of 
the all-time most highly watched videos on PornHub contained physical 
aggression. How can we account for such a large discrepancy? One potential 
explanation is the difference in media—rented videos vs. free online por- 
nography. However, it is not at all obvious that these two media would have 


Conclusion 125 


such large discrepancies in their portrayal of pornography. After all, tube sites 
such as PornHub are typically aggregators of different links and clips, which 
are very often pirated or stolen (Tarrant, 2016). Therefore, Dines (2016) had 
suggested that since tube sites proffer for free porn that was produced for sale, 
the analysis by Bridges et al. on rented and purchased porn videos is likely to 
also reflect the content of free porn sites. We found that this was not the case. 

We therefore need to also consider other explanations. One such expla- 
nation may be that the viewership of online pornography is likely different 
in some ways from the viewership of rented videos. The former tends to be 
more diverse, including for example more women, more gender and sexual 
minorities, and a more diverse group of men (Tarrant, 2016), who in turn 
may prefer to watch less aggressive content. Another possible explanation 
may have to do with the content that is uploaded online and the content that 
tube sites choose to censure. First, it could be that users who upload clips and 
video parts are less likely to upload scenes that contain aggression. In addi- 
tion, moderators of tube sites may be more likely to censure pornography 
that includes aggression. This explanation received some support in inter- 
views that we conducted with three former employees of such sites. These 
former employees argued that at least some aggressive contents were indeed 
being censured or altogether removed from websites. Finally, the differences 
between our findings and those of previous research may also reflect changes 
over time in pornographic materials. We expand on these potential changes 
in the next section. 


Mainstream pornography is not becoming 
increasingly aggressive 


A final possible explanation for the discrepancy between our own findings 
about the prevalence of aggression and those of some previous research may 
be related to another one of our major findings. As we also report in Chapter 
5, we found no support for the common claim that mainstream pornography 
is getting “harder and harder” with time (Fradd, 2017; Picker & Sun, 2008; 
Sun et al., 2010). We did not find a significant temporal increase in videos 
that depict various types of aggression, but we did find that the average video 
in later years contained shorter segments depicting aggression. We further 
observed a moderate reduction in the frequency of videos that contained 
non-consensual aggression as well as in the prevalence of videos that received 
a title suggesting aggression. As the analysis by Bridges et al. was conducted 
on a sample of the most frequently rented videos in 2005, part of the dis- 
crepancy between our findings and theirs may therefore be attributed to this 
general tendency toward fewer depictions of aggression in the most popular 
mainstream pornographic videos. 

The fact that pornography is not becoming increasingly aggressive also 
has implications for the commonly held societal perception of pornography 
viewing as an addiction. Those who maintain this perception often contend 
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that similar to drug addicts, who consume higher doses once they are unable 
to reach the same high as with the previous dose, many pornography viewers 
also become desensitized to aggression. Viewers would therefore be more 
likely to seek aggressive and demeaning contents once the thrill and excite- 
ment previously achieved by traditional “vanilla” videos diminishes (Dodige, 
2007; Hilton & Clark, 2011; Paul, 2010). Our finding that the ratio of videos 
containing aggression did not increase over the years (and by some measures 
it actually decreased) provides no support for such arguments about pornog- 
raphy as a widespread addiction with progressive desensitization. 

We also did not find any consistent support for a pattern of desensitiza- 
tion and gradually seeking more aggressive materials with time in our in- 
terviews with pornography viewers. While some interviewees reported that 
they indeed began to explore more aggressive materials over the years, others 
reported the reverse pattern. Once the novelty wore off, they felt “over- 
whelmed” or “saturated” with aggression and preferred to be exposed to 
it less frequently. These accounts correspond with those reported by Loftus 
(2002), who found a parallel tendency in his interviews with male pornogra- 
phy viewers. Similar to our own interviewees, Loftus’ interviewees did not 
report gradually gravitating toward increasingly more violent contents. Most 
of them either stuck with what they liked initially, investigated harder con- 
tents but came back to those they preferred at first, or completely lost interest 
in aggressive depictions. 


Most viewers prefer to watch less aggression 


It is not only that popular mainstream pornography is not becoming more 
aggressive. We also found that most viewers do not show a preference for 
aggressive materials. In Chapter 6, we showed that videos that contained 
aggression, in particular non-consensual aggression, were significantly less 
likely to be viewed when compared with videos that did not contain aggres- 
sion. Conversely, videos that included female performers expressing pleasure 
and reaching a climax were more likely to receive a larger number of views. 
Our examination of viewers’ ratings for videos that do not include aggression 
provides further support for the idea that viewers do not prefer aggression. 
Videos that portrayed non-consensual aggression were significantly less likely 
to receive favorable ratings from viewers, while those portraying women’s 
pleasure and ecstasy were more likely to received favorable ratings. 

Our interviews with pornography viewers offer additional support for the 
findings coming from our content analysis of videos. About 20% of our in- 
terviewees reported actively seeking aggressive content in the pornography 
that they regularly watch. However, most viewers preferred not to encounter 
aggressive materials on a regular basis and desired to see fewer aggressive acts 
in the videos available to them. In fact, even most of the viewers who did 
report being aroused by aggressive content said that they would have liked to 
see less of it offered in the majority of the videos. They said that they could 
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easily get to it if they wished and therefore did not feel the need to see it in 
the videos most readily available to them. 

Clearly, then, although aggression is not as common in most mainstream 
pornography as previous research has suggested, even the amount of ag- 
gression that currently exists in mainstream videos is superfluous for most 
viewers. To the extent that these preferences represent a common sentiment 
among pornography viewers (the triangulation of interviews and viewers’ 
rankings of videos on the Web gives us some confidence that they do), one 
might see this as positive news. In particular, scholars and activists who write 
and speak about the pernicious effects of aggression in pornography, such as 
its potential links to violence against women (DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 
2017) and an increased acceptance of rape myths (DeKeseredy, 2015) might 
find these preferences encouraging. The majority of mainstream viewers ap- 
pear to reject prevalent depictions of aggression and degradation, particularly 
from videos that include long sequences of such practices or non-consensual 
aggression. Depending on the responsiveness of producers to consumer pref- 
erences, we may therefore expect the process of reduction in the distribution 
and prominence of material featuring non-consensual aggression to continue. 


Women, not men, are relatively more likely to express 
interest in aggression 


This was perhaps the most counterintuitive finding of our study. The find- 
ings we report in Chapter 6 show that while most viewers preferred non- 
aggressive videos, this tendency was especially prominent among men. 
Almost all of our male interviewees (93% of them) declared that they would 
not like to see more aggression in pornography. However, this was the case 
for only about two-thirds of the women we interviewed. Men were also 
more likely to report not enjoying any sort of aggression in videos (60% of 
the men) and in particular not enjoying harder forms of aggression (83% of 
the men) and non-consensual aggression (almost all of the men). In contrast, 
women were more likely to find at least some forms of aggression in pornog- 
raphy arousing (nearly two-thirds of the women we interviewed), and many 
of them also reported that they found harder forms of aggression arousing 
(almost 40% of the women). 

Our findings for men’s preferences largely echo those reported nearly 20 
years ago by Loftus (2002), who also interviewed male pornography viewers. 
Most of these men stated that they did not like depictions of domination or 
aggression against women. They also testified that they did not find the male 
performers to be suitable role models and did not want to imitate them. Lof- 
tus also found that it was important for his male interviewees that the female 
performers in the videos seemed to be enjoying themselves. His interviewees 
said that they much preferred it when the female performers were notably 
involved and interested in the sexual acts rather than merely serving the de- 
sires of male performers. We found very similar patterns in the current study. 
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Our findings regarding the preference for aggressive content among many 
women seem even more surprising. Much of the critical literature on por- 
nography has been focusing on male viewers and their seeming preference 
for (sexual) domination over women as the driving force behind the spread of 
aggressive and humiliating acts in mainstream pornography. Some have even 
suggested that men enjoy watching aggression and humiliation of women 
mainly because these acts celebrate the tension and thrill derived from sex- 
ualizing gender inequalities (Dines, 2006, 2010; Dines, Jensen, & Russo, 
1998). Our finding that female viewers were in fact more likely to enjoy such 
scenes (particularly those depicting harsher aggression) poses a challenge to 
these notions. Of note, we should exercise caution when generalizing these 
patterns to all female and male viewers of pornography, as our sample is by no 
means fully representative of this population. Still, to the extent that we were 
still able to capture an actual tendency among viewers, we may question both 
the assertion that pornography is violence against women and the assertion 
that this is primarily driven by the preferences of male viewers and producers. 

One possible challenge to our findings may be the suggestion that the 
women we interviewed have simply adopted or “bought into” men’s fantasies 
about sex and sexuality, as these are packaged and marketed by the pornogra- 
phy industry. That is, it is possible that the women in our study who showed 
partiality for aggression have gradually been conditioned (or “brainwashed”) 
into thinking that this is what “real” passionate sex looks like, with the patri- 
archal norms of the pornography industry shaping their fantasies and sexual 
tastes (see for example Foucault, 1992). However, this was not our impression 
when talking to these women. Many of them self-identified as feminists and 
proclaimed to believe in gender equality and women’s right to experience 
sexual pleasure. Most of the women who reported enjoying aggression ap- 
peared to be attracted to the aspects of losing control, being dominated, and 
potentially deriving greater pleasure from the mix of pleasurable and painful 
experiences. Furthermore, many of the women we interviewed (and also 
many of the men who reported being aroused by aggression) clearly distin- 
guished between their desire to watch aggression in pornography and their 
desire for fewer or no aggressive practices in their own sexual relationships. 
Thus, as we noted earlier, the attraction was often to the fantasy of aggression 
rather than to its application and emulation. 


Viewers overwhelmingly prefer videos in which female 
performers express pleasure 


In addition to our insights about aggression, the research findings also in- 
dicate a near-universal preference by viewers for videos showing women’s 
pleasure in pornographic videos. Our content analysis showed that videos that 
included displays of affection and women’s pleasure received more views and 
significantly higher ratings from viewers. Complementing this tendency, our 
interviewees overwhelmingly emphasized the importance of seeing pleasure 
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displays from the performers in pornographic videos. Many further confided 
that in the absence of such displays they did not find videos arousing. These 
findings are again consistent with those of Loftus (2002), who found that it 
was important for his male interviewees that the female performers in the 
videos seemed to be enjoying themselves. The men in his study also said that 
they much preferred it when the female performers were enthusiastically in- 
volved and invested in the sexual act, an inclination that we also found among 
men in the current study. 

Still, one might certainly question the veracity of pleasure displays in por- 
nographic videos. Some feminist writers have argued that mainstream por- 
nography is made exclusively for men and creates a sexual world centered on 
men’s pleasure (Fitzgerald & Grossman, 2017; Paul, 2005). Within this world, 
women’s displays of pleasure are rarely (if ever) genuine; they follow a script 
and serve merely as a testimony of men’s prowess and success in eliciting 
pleasure from their sexual partners, with little regard to consent or authen- 
ticity (Dines, 2003). Columnist Joan Smith (2013) expressed this idea in an 
article published in The Independent: 


I have always tried to make a distinction between sex which was enjoyed 
by both parties and sex-and-violence. These days the latter predominates 
and the idea that most Internet porn has anything to do with women’s 
sexual pleasure is laughable. 


Our findings problematize such contentions. On the one hand, it is true that 
even if women in pornography perform displays of pleasure and climax, this 
is often scripted. Interviews with performers in the porn industry (Bauer & 
Gradus, 2015; Miller-Young, 2014; Wagoner, 2012) and behind-the-scenes 
documentations (Bauer & Gradus, 2015; Sun et al., 2010) often reveal the 
scripted nature of these interactions, dictating that both female and male 
performers (in particular the former) display ecstatic pleasure throughout the 
videos. Yet, following McKee (2005, 2015, 2016), we argue that when ana- 
lyzing the content of videos, it is important to pay attention not only to the 
subtext, but also to the text itself. The fact that women display pleasure in the 
large majority of videos, and that the majority of these pleasure displays do not 
directly follow aggressive acts, conveys that women’s sexual pleasure is im- 
portant. And indeed, it is exceedingly important to the viewers themselves. 
It therefore appears that viewers are often willing to suspend their disbelief. 
They “buy” into the act and enjoy displays of pleasure despite their awareness 
of the fact that performers often fake such displays. Indeed, interviewees of- 
ten mentioned the importance of the performance looking genuine and their 
dislike for performances that seemed fake and were not convincing enough. 
It is also important to note that consent in pornographic videos (and in 
sexual interactions more generally) is rarely completely free. Indeed, consent 
is embedded in a larger context of gendered power relations and normative 
expectations regarding the role and performance of men and even more of 


130 Conclusion 


women in the pornography industry (and in other social interactions). How- 
ever, as McKee (2015) argues, it does not logically follow from this premise 
that consent is unimportant. Similarly, we argue that pleasure displays, even 
when scripted and embedded within a set of role expectations, are never- 
theless meaningful. They convey a message that women’s pleasure is an im- 
portant part of most sexual encounters and that women are entitled, in fact 
expected, to experience sexual pleasure. Such expectations are, of course, 
not without problems of their own. Both female and male viewers may feel 
pressures to perform certain acts and exhibit pleasure even when their ac- 
tual experiences do not conform. Still, we found no support for the notion 
that mainstream pornography is entirely focused on men’s pleasure and com- 
pletely ignores women and their needs, desires, and entitlement to pleasure. 


Popular same-sex videos contain more aggression than 
popular heterosexual videos 


Another surprising finding, reported in Chapter 7, was the considerably 
higher levels of visible and non-consensual aggression in both male/male 
and female/female videos, relative to male/female videos. Videos that fea- 
tured two men had the highest amount of both visible and non-consensual 
aggression, while those that featured two women had the highest amount 
of verbal aggression, but also frequently other forms of physical aggression, 
such as rough handling and choking. These findings once again challenge 
the proposition that pornography is primarily about the aggression of men 
toward women. However, we also found that physical affection, as well as 
non-dominant partners’ pleasure displays and climax were much more prom- 
inent in same-sex videos than in m/f clips. 

Our interviews help in shedding some light on these remarkable findings. 
They suggest that for many viewers, overt violence by men against women is 
often perceived as unacceptable and offensive, particularly given the clear dif- 
ferences in physical strength between the sexes. However, aggression between 
two women or between two men is often perceived by both men and women 
as more symmetric and therefore less threatening and offensive. The reason 
for this is that such aggression does not contain in it the traditional notions 
of patriarchal power imbalance and does not appear to carry the same degree 
of risk to turn into an abusive relationship outside of the (virtual) bedroom. 
As such, some viewers suggested that they were able to focus more on the 
pleasure derived from the acts instead of on the assertion of dominance and 
the potential negative social and interpersonal effects of such representations. 


Videos featuring women of color do not always contain 
more aggression 


Finally, in Chapter 8, we showed that common ideas about racial hierarchies 
in pornography and the ways these hierarchies shape practices of aggression are 
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sometimes misguided. We found a complex relationship between gender, race/ 
ethnicity, and aggression in pornography, where aggression depends not only 
on the racial identity of female performers but also on that of male performers 
and the interaction between race/ethnicity and gender in any given video. 

Previous research has reported that Black women are marginalized in the 
media and specifically in the sex industry (Brooks, 2010; Miller-Young, 
2010, 2014; Reece, 2015). Former studies on rental pornographic videos in 
the 1990s also suggested that Black women were more likely to be the re- 
cipients of aggression from both Black and White men (Cowan & Camp- 
bell, 1994; Monk-Turner & Purcell, 1999). However, we found that Black 
female performers were actually the least likely racial category of women to 
be on the receiving end of non-consensual aggression and were also more 
likely to be the recipients of affectionate acts in online pornographic videos. 
Our interviews with porn viewers provide one possible explanation for this 
counterintuitive finding—the growing consciousness among many pornog- 
raphy viewers about the historical injustices of slavery, as well as current racial 
inequalities, which made them uncomfortable with displays of aggression 
against Black women, especially by White men. 

Conversely, videos featuring Latina and Asian female performers did in- 
clude a higher rate of aggression when compared with those featuring either 
White or Black female performers. In particular, we found a significantly 
higher amount of aggression toward Asian performers, which could not 
be explained simply by diverging industry norms, as it appeared in both 
Japanese- and in Western-produced videos. This finding contradicts both 
previous literature about the most common media images of Asian women 
(Hagedron, 1997; Nakamatsu, 2005; Uchida, 1998) and the results of a re- 
cent study by Zhou and Paul (2016) on aggression toward Asian women in 
pornographic videos. We offered in Chapter 8 that these patterns may stem 
from the common perception of Asian women as passive “fucking machines” 
(Nowrojee & Silliman, 1997, p. 78), which renders them more susceptible 
to being mistreated and allows producers, male performers, and viewers to 
ignore their discomfort or pain. The overrepresentation of Asian women in 
the service and care industries in the West (particularly in North America) 
may also contribute to their image as complaisant women, eager to please, 
and therefore more willing to endure painful sexual acts. 


Tying it all together: Toward a nuanced and empirically 
informed debate about aggression in pornography 


As we have demonstrated throughout this book, the debate about the por- 
nography industry and the role of aggression in it has often been dominated 
by crude binary arguments that are largely based in ideological positions. 
These positions greatly influence the contentions of both supporters and crit- 
ics, the facts that they choose to cite or emphasize, and even the definitions 
and methodologies they adopt in studying pornography. 
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On the one hand, naive views of pornography paint it as a harmless form 
of entertainment. In this view, performers freely choose to participate and 
exercise complete control over their body and the scenes and practices in 
which they choose to partake. They thus fully consent to the sexual activities 
in which they participate and even enjoy them, while also earning consid- 
erable sums of money and at times even fame, allowing them to leverage 
their status as porn stars and their brand name in order to increase their 
revenues. Viewers, on their part, are, in this simplistic view, always well- 
informed and recognize that pornographic videos are merely a fantasy rather 
than depictions of real sex. Therefore, they are not negatively influenced by 
depictions of aggression or degradation. As such, pornography serves not 
only as a harmless form of entertainment. It also offers a source for more 
authentic and realistic sexual education, a medium through which one can 
safely explore sexual fantasies and a social safety valve for sexually frustrated 
individuals. 

While this simplistic view is rarely fully articulated in the academic litera- 
ture on pornography, it is quite prevalent in everyday public discussions and 
is often promoted by many in the industry itself (Picker & Sun, 2008). And 
yet, multiple studies have shown the many problems with these assumptions. 
Some have focused on performers, showing that while most are not forced 
into the industry and some exercise varying degrees of control over their 
careers (Miller-Young, 2014), many come from lower socioeconomic back- 
grounds, where economic opportunities are scarce. Once in the industry, 
many performers have limited control over the sexual scenes and many of 
them suffer from long-term negative impacts, including traumatic experi- 
ences and a stigma that is particularly hard to shake off, limiting their future 
opportunities (Bauer & Gradus, 2015; Ketcham, 2014; Voss, 2015; Wagoner, 
2012). As we have shown in Chapter 4, arguments about pornography’s com- 
plete lack of negative effects on viewers have also been widely refuted by a 
wide range of empirical research (particularly research on pornography that 
includes aggression). 

On the other hand, many of the accounts by scholars who are fiercely 
critical of the pornography industry have also been problematic and lacking 
nuance. Over the years, some radical feminists have viewed pornography 
per se as violence against women, an industry that fosters sexual aggression, 
misogyny, and rape myths (Brownmiller, 1975; Dines, 2010; Dworkin, 1989; 
Dworkin & MacKinnon, 1988; Russell, 1988). These accounts often empha- 
size the alleged ubiquity of aggression in videos and the assumed growing 
rate of aggressive pornography. Some have even suggested that the pervasive- 
ness of aggression and degradation in today’s industry testifies to widespread 
misogyny. For example Gail Dines, one of the most prominent, vociferous, 
and eloquent anti-pornography scholars, spoke about aggressive acts in por- 
nographic videos during an interview with The Guardian, arguing that “[to] 
think that so many men hate women to the degree that they can get aroused 
by such vile images is quite profound” (Bindel, 2010). 
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However, many of these contentions about the wide spread of aggression 
in today’s pornography have been based on questionable evidence. Authors 
and journalists have frequently been citing the findings of a single study 
(Bridges et al., 2010). However, while this study was rigorous and conducted 
in a professional manner, it analyzed a form of media (rental videos) that by 
now has almost been rendered obsolete and relied on a priori definitions of 
aggression, which neither reached consensus in the literature nor were based 
on the common perceptions of pornography viewers. In the present study 
we presented evidence for a substantially different picture regarding both the 
prevalence of aggression in today’s pornography and the alluded trend toward 
higher rates of aggression with every passing year. We also questioned the 
assumption that aggression is limited to or at least most common in videos 
including a man and a woman, thus problematizing the view of pornography 
itself as violence against women. 

We thus argue that anti-pornography scholars and journalists may have 
been confounding supply—what some mainstream pornography looks like— 
and demand—what most viewers actually want to watch. Indeed, while some 
viewers (both men and women) undoubtedly enjoy performances of aggres- 
sion and degradation of women (and sometimes men) and find them to be 
arousing and exciting, our study provides no support for the claim that the 
majority of viewers—and in particular the majority of male viewers—seek 
such images or prefer to be exposed to them. Instead, most viewers clearly 
preferred videos that included displays of affection and pleasure. And while 
the literature often focuses on aggression, such displays of affection and pleas- 
ure were in fact much more prominent and lengthy in the majority of the 
mainstream videos. Furthermore, even those interviewees who found gender 
inequalities in videos appealing—most of these, as we discussed above, were 
women—were primarily attracted to the aspects of domination or giving up 
control rather than to aggression for the sake of aggression. 

We thus conclude this book by calling for a more nuanced discussion of 
aggression and of the pornography industry more generally, one that is better 
informed by the empirical data and more carefully considers the complexity 
of both concepts and personal views. This discussion should not ignore the 
negative aspects of the pornography industry and its documented harmful 
effects. But it should also not be dedicated to the vilification of this indus- 
try, while ignoring both recent developments that make it more diverse and 
multifaceted and the complex accounts of viewers, which clarify the ways in 
which many of them decode the visual texts they see online. 
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